Abstract. Helping-at-the-nest in Arabian babblers, Turdoides squamiceps, has been uniquely explained as an altruistic 'signal' used to 'show-off' and gain 'social prestige' within the group. Evidence from other cooperatively breeding bird species, however, instead suggests that helpers invest in nestlings in order to gain kin-selected benefits. This study investigates patterns of provisioning behaviour among parents and helpers for 27 broods over three breeding seasons, and assesses the potential for chick-feeding to operate as a signal in Arabian babblers. Provisioning rate accounted for much of the variation in fledging brood mass, suggesting that observed provisioning effort had potential fitness consequences for the brood. All group members provisioned at similar rates and made similar adjustments in feeding effort, irrespective of sex and/or dominance rank within the group. Chick age had a positive linear effect, and group size a negative linear effect, upon provisioning rates of all group members. There was no obvious evidence that nestling provisioning operated as a signal within groups in any way. Contrary to earlier reports, individuals did not appear to 'interfere' with the provisioning efforts of subordinates; individuals in larger groups did spend longer in the nest tree before reaching the nest, but this was unaffected by sex, dominance rank and presence of other (more dominant) birds. These results suggest that provisioning by both helpers and parents in Arabian babblers functions not as a signal, but as sensible investment in chicks. In this species, high relatedness within groups may provide helpers with kin-selected benefits via such investment, although possible advantages from augmentation of group size cannot be ruled out.
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The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
Despite the general success of kin selection (Hamilton 1964; Maynard Smith 1964) in explaining helping-at-the-nest among communally breeding birds (see Brown 1987; Emlen 1991), not all observations of helping behaviour have been consistent with its predictions. Hence, a number of alternative (but not mutually exclusive) theories have been formulated, such as group augmentation or pseudo-reciprocity, in which helpers derive future increases in survivorship and/or reproduction as a result of having enlarged their group (Woolfenden & Fitzpatrick 1978 , 1984 Ligon 1981; Brown 1983 Brown , 1987 Connor 1986 Connor , 1995 . Nevertheless, kin selection, group augmentation and pseudo-reciprocity are all similar in explaining helping behaviour as 'investment' by helpers according to their fitness interests in the brood.
Alternatively, helping behaviour may be explained with reference to potential fitness advantages arising from the act of feeding the chicks, because it 'signals' something about the helper to other group members. For example, in the pied kingfisher, Ceryle rudis, helping by unrelated secondary males improves their chances of subsequently mating with the female (Reyer 1984) , possibly because helping behaviour provides females with information concerning the suitability of these males as future mates. One of the few theoretical approaches dealing with helping as a signal is that of Zahavi (1974 Zahavi ( , 1977 Zahavi ( , 1988 Zahavi ( , 1989 Zahavi ( , 1990 , who, for a number of years, has advocated the idea of 'social status' or 'social prestige'. In a natural extension of his 'Handicap Principle', Zahavi proposes that the altruism of chick-feeding can provide the rest of the group with an honest and reliable signal of helper quality (Zahavi 1995) . This theory proposes that helping increases social prestige within the group and
